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The Elizabethan Clerk of the Privy Council
by

F. J. Platt
orthern Arizona

nive rsity

One of the least understood facts of Elizabethan administrative history
is the importance of the clerkship of the Privy Council. Considered a
position of "no small esteem," this "office was singularly rich in men of
di tinction." Indeed, with the exception of a select few privy councilors,
it was the Council clerks who handled the lion' share of the day-to-day
business of English government. 1
While several important studies on the Tudor Privy Council have
parenthetically discussed the office routine and the personalities of some
of the clerks, none have acknowledged their true significance. It is the
purpose of this paper to investigate not only the historical development
of the office, the quality of the men called to serve, and their work patterns, but most importantly to make a beginning at revealing the true
cope of their inlluence and responsibilities that made them so central to
Elizabethan administration .•
The significance of the clerks of the Privy Council rests in their unique
relation hip to both the principal secretary and the Council. Chosen specifically to serve the needs of the latter, they were placed under the
' British Library, Add. Mss. 25,416, f. 4b. E. R. Adair, ""William Thomas: A Foregotten Cle rk
of the Privy Council," Tudor Studies, ed . R. W. Se ton-Watson (Free port, .Y ., 1969), 133.
' The following are some of the more important works on the Privy Council and the office
of secre tary of state: G. R. Elton, The Tudor Revolution in Cooornment (Cambridge, 1953);
David Kyn aston, The Secretary of State (Levenham, Suffolk, 1978); A. J. Slavin, Politics a11d
Profit· A tudy of Sir Ralph Sadler 1507-1547 (Cam bridge, 1966); 0 . E. Hoak, The KiTlg's
Council i11 the Reign of Edward VI (Cambrige, 1976); M. 8 . Pulman , The Elizabethan Pn·vy
Council i11 the Fiflee11-Seve111ies (Berkeley, 1971 ); F. M. G. Evans, 17,e Principal Secretary
of State (Manchester, 1923); W.R. D. Jones, 17,e Mid-Tudor Crisis, 1539-1563 (N.Y., 1973);
D. M. Loades, The Reig n of Mary Tudor: Politics, government, a11d religio11 /11 E11gla11d.
1553-1558 .Y., 1979); A. F. Pollard, " Council, Star Chamber, and Privy Council nder the
Tudors: Ill , The Privy Council; · English Historical Review, XXXVUI (1923), 42-60; E. R.
Adair, "The First Clerk of the Privy Council," Law Qua rterly Review, XXXIX (1923), 24044; "The Privy Council Register," EHR., XXX (1915), 69 704; "The Rough Copies of the
Privy Council Register; · EHR., XXXVIII (1923), 410-22.
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direction of the former who, as the Monarch's chief secretary and only
secondarily an ex-officio member of the Council, did not have complete
authority over them. In theory, crown business was divided between the
Council and principal secretary. The Council handled matters of arbitration,jurisdiction, domestic affairs, and the collection and disbursement of
extraordinary revenues. On the other hand, the Crown, through the aegis
of the principal secretary, handled prerogrative matters such as foreign
affairs, religion, and dynastic policies. Though frequent exceptions can be
found to this rule of thumb the important point is that it was the clerks
of the Privy Council who were best situated to take advantage of this
division of responsibility. The structural untidiness of serving two masters
not only required them to function in both prerogative and Council matters but also became their most reliable instrument in establishing a curiously intangible but nonetheless real power, the anonymity of which made
their office far more in.Huential than at first might be suspected."
Of all the principal secretary's clerical staff, the Council clerks alone
participated in the deliberations of the Privy Council-that body "outside
of which a man's influence hardly existed."• They were mainfestly of
greater reputation than the French and Latin secretaries, the four clerks
of the signet, and the privy seal clerks who were not official "civil servants"
but only servants of the principal secretary's household and utterly dependent upon his direction. Unlike these, the Council clerks were appointed
by letters patent, received a state salary, and were engaged and dismissed
only at the Monarch's and Council's discretion. Equal in social standing to
the principal secretary, the Council clerks we re second to him only in
"knowledge and official capacity." In most instances they were more experienced and qualified in foreign and domestic affairs than a majority of the
privy councilors. Able, informed, and influential, they were in their day
the deputy ministers for both foreign and home affairs.$
Born of the administrative genius of Thomas Cromwell, the fortunes of
the Council clerkship, like those of the Privy Council, varied with the
competency of the monarchs and their principal secretaries. Under Henry
VIII and Cromwell the cle rkship emerged as an efficient and potentially
influential office. When Cromwell fell from power inJune'l540, the Coun• Although the principal secretary and his personal staff initiated a great deal of business they
wd not usually issue 6nal instruments except to ambassadors and foreign rulers. On the other
hand, the Council and its clerks both initiated government actions and issued all but the most
binding and formal instruments of Gnal instance.
'Elton, The Tudor Constitution (Cambridge, 1965), 92.
•Ibid., 270. Evans, 226-7. Pulman, 157. Hoak, 162. A.G. R. Smith, 500. Elton, Tudor Reoolution, 360, reminds us that "clerks of the signet had no business to write council matters."
Under Cromwell several signet clerks were very important civil servants, but by the 1560's
it is the Council clerks who are the chief secretarial underlings of Tudor government. From
Walsingham's death in 1590 to 1596 when Sir Robert Cecil became the next Secretary of
State, most of this office·s responsibilities were assumed by Lord Burghley. During those
years his personal secretary Henry Maynard temporarily assumed much of the important
detail work in foreign affairs normally exercised by the clerks of the Council. Smith, 500.
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cil became free for the first time to supervise the whole of royal affairs.•
With the replacement of the first clerk Thomas Derby by William Paget
in August 1540, Council and clerical procedure began to be standardized.
At this time the King and Privy Council determined:
that there should be a clerk attendant upon the
said Council to write, enter, and register alJ
such decrees, determinations, and other such
things, he should be appointed to enter in a
book, to remain always as a ledger, as well for
the discharge of the said councilors touching
such things as they should pass from to time, as
also for a memorial unto them of their own proceedings. 7

as

With this order "the Council ceased to be an almost solely advisory body
and acquired a truly executive position." With increasing frequency governmental action took place directly upon the Council's orders without
the interposition of instruments under the Great, privy, or signet seals.•
Three years later a junior clerk was appointed to assist and provide continuity in the temporary absence of the senior clerk. 9
Another significant innovation in the Privy Council under Henry VIll
was the collection and storage of alJ Council papers in a smalJ room at
Westminster. Here the domestic records were arranged according to subject matter and foreign correspondence according to geography. It was
this "systematic organization" of Council documents which would play
such an important role in the subsequent formation of the State Pape r
Office and also give notice of the rise of a "new, essentially bureaucratic,
institution." 10
Despite the dominance of Protector Somerset, and later ortbumberland, in the government of Edward VI, the privy councilors' power remained sufficient to the task of personal enrichment and the overthrow
of Somerset. The number of clerks serving was increased from two to
three (1547) with the junior clerk charged with keeping the Council register. Also, keepers of the Council chamber and door were appointed for the
'Elton, Tudor Rer,olution, 351-52.
' Public Record Office, Acts of the Privy Cou11cil ofE11g land (hereafter: APC) Ill, ~- He nry
Vllf s Council clerks we re the foUowing: Thomas De rby 0anuary 1553-August 1540), William
Paget (10 August 1540-23 April 1543), John Mason (28 September 1541-18 December 1545),
William Honnings (23 April 1543-April 1550). and Thomas Chaloner (16 ovember 1545May 1552).
'Leonard W. Labaree and Robert E. Moody, ''The Seal of the Privy Council;· EHR. (1928),
XXXXlll, 194.
' PRO., Letters and Papers, Foreig11 and Dom estic, He11ry VIII (hereafter: L. & P.), XIX, i,
#263.
'°Conyers Read, Mr. Secretary Walsingham and the Policy of Queen Elizabeth (Oxford,
1925), I, 431. Hoak. 160-61.
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first time. By the end of 1550 Council and clerical procedure involving
meetings, correspondence, and private suits had been standardized sufficiently to provide subsequent Tudor Councils with a relatively consistent
framework of adm.inistrative routine. 11
The inordinant size of Mary's Council, as well as the power struggle that
developed between Gardiner and the secular nobles, created a "factiousness" that need not have been. That her administration remained as stable
as it did was due less to her leadership than to her husband Philip's political
abilities and the continuity of service among the small inner circle of Privy
Counc.ilors and clerks she inherited from Edward VI. 12 Her most important innovation was procedural. In May 1555, the Council petitioned Mary
and Philip for and received their own authenticating device. Called the
"Privy Council Seal" to distinguish it from the more historic privy seal, it
was placed in the custody of the senior clerk of the Council. Initially used
to ensure secrecy and eventually tp attest to a document's authenticity, it
was applied en placard directly to the outside Hap of the folded document
so as to seal the wax or shellac beneath. This new seal at last gave formal
recognition to the Council as an executive agency of government. 13
By the close of Mary's reign the outline of Council bureaucracy had
been sketched. It only remained for Elizabeth and her chief counselors to
establish a compact but efficient body of privy councilors served by a cadre
of able Council clerks. Thereafter, Council and principal secretary increasingly relied upon these subordinates to re.lieve them of many pressing and
important responsibilities.
Of Elizabeth's twelve Council clerks, three, Bernard Hampton, Francis
Allen Ouly 1553-c. fall 1566), and W.illiam Smith Ouly 1553-c. ovember,
1565), were inherited from her sister Mary. However, because most of the
Council records have been lost for the early years of Elizabeth's reign, this
study will concentrate on the remaining nine.
These clerks were an extraordinary group of men. Edmund Tremayne
(3 May 1571-September 1582), Deputy Butler of Devonshire, former Marian ex.ile, and expert on Irish affairs became, in the words of a modem
scholar, "very close to the perfect servant" because of his "evenhanded"
care of Council business. 14
"Hoak, 162-64, 265, and Appendix 3. Jones, 41-59. ln addition to Honnings and Chaloner,
whom he inherited from his father, Edward Vl 's Council clerks were: Armagil Waad (15471553), Sir Thomas Smith 0anuary-March 1548), William Thomas (19 April 1550-Sumrner
1553), and Bernard Hampton (24 September 1551-c. September 1570). Hampton did lose
office for a time at Mary's accession.
"Loades, 84-5, 227, 252-54. Penry Williams, The Tudor Regime (Oxford, 1979), 31. Jones,
41-59.
"Labaree and Moody, 190-202.
"Dictionary of National Biography (hereafter:DNB), eds. L. Stephen & S. Lee (London,
1917). Pulman, 157. APC., X, 269. Unlike the vast majority of second-level civil servants in
Elizabeth's reign, these nine council clerks were historically significant enough to warrant
biographical sketches in the DNB.
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Sir Robert Beale (8 July 1572-27 May 1601), a Suffolk man, Marian exile,
and eyewitness of the St. Bartholomew's Day Massacre, became the clerk
of the Council par excellence. An able theologian who had studied in
Zurich and Strasburg, as well as Gray's Inn, he was noted for his insistence
on religious toleration and steadfast refusal to accept torture as a legitimate means of extracting confessions. Expert in civil law, a member of the
Elizabethan Society of Antiquaries, and an ardent book collector and
writer, he was a formidable parliamentarian who was to lay the foundation
for some of the most important changes in seventeenth-century English
constitutional history.••
Sir Thomas Wilkes (18 July 1576-1 March 1598) was the doyen of diplomats among the clerks of the Council. Indeed, no other Elizabethan diplomat served so many overseas missions and few could match his skill at
negotiation or his facility with foreign languages. Widely traveled, experienced in military matters, and a noted puritan with many Calvinist friends
in Europe, his advice became central to most Council foreign policy discussions. 18
Henry Cheke (18 July 1576-August 1581), Lord Burghley's nephew, was
the son of Sir John Cheke, a former Secretary of State, tutor to Edward
VI, and one of the chief restorers of Greek learning in England. A highly
educated and traveled linguist, he served only five years before becoming
secretary to the Council of the orth. 11
Sir William Waad (August 1583-23 August 1613), a puritan from Yorkshire, is best remembered for the zeal with which he brought Jesuits and
recusants to justice. A man of international reputation, he played a central
role in implicating Mary Stuart in the Babington Plot, thwarting the Essex
rebellion of 1601, and under James I investigating the Main and By Plots.
A student of Gray's Inn and close friend of Jean Bodin, the celebrated
French publicist, he was also an experienced diplomat. 18
Sir Anthony Ashley (19 March 1587-July 1596), a widely traveled Dorset
man, was the Council's naval expert. Editor and translator of an important
Dutch naval treatise, Council watchdog to the 1589 Drake expedition, and
"secretary for war" in the 1596 Cadiz expedition, he was eventually suspended from his clerical duties for alleged misconduct in the latter venture.'"
"DNB.

"Ibid.
" Ibid.
••Ibid. PRO., Calendar of State Papers, Domestic. Edward VI, Mary, Elizabeth I and]arnM
/ (hereafte r: Cal. Domestic), V, 2.53; VI, 199; VII, 515.
" DNB. Though in disgrace after July 1596, Ashley apparently re tained title to his office
throughout the remainder of Elizabeth's reign until resworn under James I (29 AprU 1603May 1610). APC, XXXII, 496. HMC., Ca[e,,dar of the Manuscripts of the Marquis of Salisbury, Preserved at Hatfield House, Hertfordshire, (hereafter: Sallsburv Mss. ), Xl, 537. Cal.
Domestic, V, 415, 506. Edmondes, Smith, and Waad were also retained by James I. APC,

xxxn, 496,497.
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Daniel Rogers (5 May 1587-Febrnary 1591), of Wittenberg, the only
foreign born clerk, was a gifted linguist with proficiency in six languages
including Greek. He had studied under Melanchthon and later at Oxford.
Aside from routine clerical duties, he served several diplomatic assignments to Denmark and Germany.2°
Sir Thomas Smith (December 1587- ovember 1609), an Oxford educated Berkshire man and Latin expert, came to the office of Council clerk
after serving as personal secretary to Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex. An
able man, he later and concurrently held the office of "Clerk of the Parliament in the Lords."2 1
The last clerk appointed in Elizabeth's reign was the noted diplomat Sir
Thomas Edmondes (29 June 1599-January 1614). A Plymouth man who
had previously served as secretary of the French tongue, he was selected
to replace his close friend and mentor Sir Thomas Wilkes who had died
the year before. Edmondes went on to serve James I in several important
offices including membership in the Privy Council.""
These were the men chosen by Elizabeth to serve as Council clerks. 23
Each was widely traveled;• multilingual, highly educated, and most had
prior clerical •• and diplomatic 28 experience. Four were specialists: Edmondes in diplomacy, Wilkes in Diplomatic and military concerns, Ashley
0
APC, XV, Ill. DNB.
"DNB. Salisbury Mss., XVI, 44~4. Cal. Domeslic, IV, 509, 565; Vr□ , 14, 563. ot to be
confused with his namesake who was Secretary or State rTom 1572-1576.
"DNB. References to Thomas Windbank, William Mi.II, and a Mr. Harris as clerks of the
Council are all misleading. Windbank was a clerk of the signet who occasionally Siled in for
a sick or absent Council clerk. Mill was a clerk of the Council "in Star Chamber" and Harris
was simply misplaced by the French ambassador in London. Ibid., XXl. APC, XIV, 288.
Salisbury Mss., I, 198; III, 214, Cal. Domestic, V. 542. Elton, Tudor Reoolutio11, 26~.
PRO., Calendar of State Papers, Foreig11 Series of the Reigri of Elizabeth (hereafter: CaL
Foreig11) , x:ri, iv, 27.
"A shrewd judge of men and fully aware of the sensitive nature of a Council clerk"s office,
Elizabeth insisted on having the 6nal say as to who served in this post. Daniel Rogers, for
example, "was sworn of the clerks of her Majesty's honorable Privy Council upon signification of such her Highness's pleasure delivered unto their Lordships by Mr. Secretary Walsingham." APC, XV, iii. See also Cal. Domestic, 11, 364.
"Several had been Marian exiles. The remainder had taken tours of the Continent which
was the chief avenue to competency in foreign languages in Elizabeth's reign.
"Five served as embassy secretaries in Paris: Roge rs with Sir Henry Norris 1566-1571;
Wilkes with Sir Valentine Dale 1573-1576; Waad served Sir Amyas Paulet 1576-1579; Beale
served Sir Francis Walsingham 1571- 1573; and Edmondes with Sir Edward Stalford 1583'

1590.
"These were Tremayne, Beale, Wilkes, Waad, Rogers, and Edmondes. Elizabeth periodically invited the Chancellors of Oxford and Cambridge to prepare lists or promising graduates who would be suitable for diplomatic service. Montague Burrows, \Vorlhies of All Soulr
(London, 1874), 91 . Most Council clerks also had previously served as diplomatic couriers.
This was a dangerous assignment that required above average physical stamina and an
adequate knowledge of the languages of the countries traversed. More important, such
service acquainted the courier with the customs of diplomatic procedure. E. J. B. Allen, Pos/
and Courier Service i11 /he Diplomacy of Early Modern Europe (fhe Hague, 1972), chs. 11,
IV, and Vil.
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was a naval expert, and Waad in matters of recusancy and treason. The
other five, Beale, Tremayne, Cheke, Rogers, and Smith concerned themselves primarily with the full range of domestic concerns with occasional
excursions into foreign policy matters.
In an age of Counter-Reformation politics, it was necessary that these
clerks, who handled so much domestic and foreign intelligence, should be
of a decidedly protestant religious persuasion. That seven of the nine held
"puritan" sympathies is no surprise considering secretary Walsingham's
role in their selection. 27 What is a surprise is that Elizabeth, despite her
known anti-puritan sentiments, approved each of the appointments. Perhaps she saw the value of having clerks whose pronounced religious convictions guaranteed a permanent interest in protestant England's
survival.'"
Accordingly, all clerks of the Council were required to take an oath of
office very similar to that taken by the privy councilors. Administered by
the principal secretary, the oath bound the clerk to defend the Queen's
"person, honour, Crown, or dignity royal," and "keep secret all matters
committed and revealed unto you or that shall be treated as secret in
Council." This oath was no idle gesture, as the Spanish ambassador and
others regularly offered "great means" to the clerks for such intelligence.
As early as December 1568 Guerau de Spes had succeeded in securing the
assistance of Council clerk Bernard Hampton in learning "all that passed
in the Council."'"
On rare occasions, when the subject was of an unusually sensitive nature, the clerks were excluded from Council discussion. Bernardino de
Mendoza, the Spanish Ambassador in London, reported to Philip II in
October 1579 that:
The Queen . .. summoned the whole of the
Council to again give her their opinion with
regard to the marriage. They met many times
"They were Tremayne, Beale, Wilkes, Waad, Rogers, Smith, and Edmon des. "'Puritan" is
used in the sense stated by M. M. Knappen , ·•... the outlook of those English Protestants who
actively favored a reformation beyond which the Crown was willing to countenance." Tudor
P11 rila11/sm (Chicago, 1939), viii.
"Bri tish Library, Lansdowne Mss., 17, f. 135. DNB. APC, XV, iii. Cal. Domestic, 11, 364.
Evans, 226-27. As with Walsingham, Elizabeth certainly had little cause to doubt a puritan's
patriotism. She clearly saw the value of puritan diplomats negotiating with Huguenots when
on diplomatic assignment in France. Huguenot activities always " reduced the likelihood and
clfectiveness of French Assistance to her archenemy Scotland" and later Spain. OeLamar
Jensen, "Franco-Spanish Diplomacy and the Armada; · From the Renaissa nce to the OJunler
Reformation ( ew York, 1965), ed. C. H. Carter, 206. DNB., XX, 690. Between 1581 and
1584 Beale was employed in negotiating with Mar y Stuart because of "his notorious bias in
favor of puritanism.'" Ibid., 11, 4.
"Cal Foreign, XXII, 121. PRO., Calendar of Letters and State Papers Relating to English
Affairs Preserved Primarily ill the Archives of Sima11cos (hereafter; Cal. Spaitl ), II, 93, 96,
227. Cal. Domestic, VI, 286. C. Hughes," icholas Faunt"s Discourse touching the Office of
Principal Secretary of Estate, Etc., 1592,"" EHR., XX (1905), 500-501. Hoak, 162-63. APC,
IU, 362.
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and on the seventh instant were in session from
8 o'clock in the morning until seven at night,
without stirring from the room, having sent the
clerks away which as I have told your Majesty
is very rarely done and only when something
very secret and important is being discussed. 30
One need but glance at the Council's meeting schedule to appreciate
the demands on a clerk's time. In the early days of Elizabeth's reign it met
an average of three days a week but in the final decades "it was accustomed,'' said Sir Julius Caesar, "that some of the said Council met almost
every day." Sunday was the chief Council day with meetings on 913 of
1411 Sundays for which there are records. In 1598 it sat on forty-nine of
fifty-two Sundays. As with earlier reigns this day proved the most suitable
for hearing "private suits." This was the day when the largest number of
councilors were free from other official workday duties. It was also the
time when they traditionally gathered for "common prayer" and when
the numerous petitioners were freest to place their requests before the
Council. Monday was the next most common day for meetings (504 of
1411) and so on down to Saturday (350 of 1411).31
Even these figures fail to give the complete picture of the clerk's work
load. Meetings lasting all day or occuring early in the morning and late at
night were not uncommon, nor were multiple sittings of up to four times
a day, at different locations on the same day, or on special holy days. They
do not include those times when the Council divided itself with some of
the councilors sitting, for example, at Richmond for the Christmas season
while the remaining councilors stayed behind at Westminster to wind up
outstanding business. This "Council out of Court" would handle the bulk
of business that arrived daily and send most significant originals, or summaries of the same, to the court. Such divisions of the Council also divided
the clerks, but since the clerk with the "Council at Court" kept the register, the clerks were often busier than the records indicate. 32
The Council clerks had to arrive early to oversee the preparations of the

••eat. Spain,

11, 702 .
.. APC., vn, 33-34, 267, 302, 305; VITI , 180; XI, 313-14; XXIV, 166, 172; XXXIV, 545; XXXV,
302; XXXIX, 18. H. W. V. Temperly, .. Memorandum of Sir Julius Caesar," EHR., XXVU
(1913), 127- 29. Th.e regularity with which the Council issued state ments restricting their
meeting times to three or four days a week is proof that such schedules rarely worked. The
clerks repeatedly spoke of their "daily attendance" upon the Council. APC., VII, 33-34, 267,
306; VIII, 180. 8 . L. Lansdowne Mss., XXXI, !f. 108-9; DNB., I, 643 .
"Hughes, 503, Pulman, 165. T. Wright, ed. Queen Elizabeth and Her Times, (London , 1838),
II, 445. 8. L., Egerton Mss., 2074, F. 57. APC., VII , 29, 32; VHI, 60; XI, 176-77; XVI, 119;
xx, vii; XXI, 35; XXII, 70; xxm. 375; xxv, 340; xxvm, 404. Salisbury /lfss., rv, 539-40.
Col. Spain, 11, 702. From the reign of James I on, the clerk with the council at Whitehall
was responsible for keeping the register, not the cle.rk who was with the court. Elton, Tudor
Revolution, 324.
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Council chamber as well as the organization of agendas and incoming
correspondence. At the meeting's conclusion they would remain behind
to supervise the completion of reams of paperwork that would require
signature at the next day's session. Thus a clerk worked seven days a week
from early morning to late afternoon and then was often on call at the
Court throughout most of the evening to receive incoming posts and take
care of important and not so important business of individual councilors.
Like the four signet, clerks, the Council clerks' desire to share the work
load and accompanying fees produced a rotating work schedule. However, because the number of clerks serving at any one time varied from
one (1571-1572) to as many as six (1587-1591) they were forced to develop
a bewildering variety of schedules, none of which lasted for any significant
length of the time. 33 Edward VI's three clerks had asked for and received
permission for two of them always to be present at the Council board, with
the third free of responsibility for a fortnight at a time. 34 It is not known
if this schedule was still functioning in the early part of Elizabeth's reign
but when the appointment of Wilkes and Cheke brought the total clerks
to four it was agreed that each would be in attendance for three periods
of two months in each year. Their schedule looked like this:30
Jan. - Feb. = Cheke & Tremayne
Mar. - Apr.= Tremayne & Beale
May. - Jun. = Beale & Wilkes

Jul. - Aug. = Wilkes & Cheke
Sep. - Oct.= Cheke & Tremayne
ov. - Dec. = Beale & Wilkes

But this schedule never functioned very well. 1n August 1581 Cheke
retired, in September 1582 Tremayne died, and it was a year later before
William Waad was sworn "third clerk." Then both he and Beale were
repeatedly sent on extended diplomatic and domestic assignments that
left Wilkes with the brunt of clerical responsibility. As exhaustion set in,
the latter pleaded for an additional clerk to be appointed along with a new
work schedule, similar to that of the signet clerks, that would allow each
clerk two months free time for every month served. Elizabeth adamantly
refused both requests. The best any Council clerk could ever hope for in
Elizabeth's reign was one month off for every month of service and this
rarely occurred. Repeated interruptions of i.11-health, diplomatic missions,
and out-of-council domestic assignments kept them from operating under
the luxury of a set schedule of attendance. 36
Since most clerks had their homes in London they found that even
during their time off they were continually called in to assist with Council
" Cal. [)qmestic, I, 90.
"APC, IV, 82-83.
" Ibid, XI, 4-5. This schedule was designed to provide continuity in service each time a new
two month period began. The exception was November-December.
" DNB. B. L., Cottortian Mss., Titus B. Vil, r. 30. By the reign or Charles I the clerks or the
Council served five weeks with eleven off. C. E. Aylmer, The KiTlgs Seroo11ts ( ew York,
1961), 152.
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business. So disgusted with this situation did Wilkes become that on one
occasion he threatened to sell his London residence and move to his farm
in Downton, Wiltshire "where I mean to hide myself till God shall bless
me with some better fortune; and being so far removed from London, I
shall not be able to attend so much as I have done . .. " 3 7
Administratively, the Council clerks had the responsibility of overseeing the activities of a host of lesser members of the clerical staff. Foremost
among these were the "clerks extraordinary" who were also required to
take an oath of office and who held their posts in reversion with the
obligation to assist and learn all the duties of the ordinary clerks. Unpaid
and with no rights to the fees of the office, they simply looked forward to
becoming a "clerk ordinary." 38
Another member of the Council staff was the "Keeper of the Council
chamber," who first emerges in the person of Peter Saxon in October
1547.39 Under Elizabeth three men are known to have held this post;
Robert Jones (c. 1567-1574), Robert Langham (c. 1574-1580), and Humphrey Rogers (1580-c. 1612).40 Their duties were to prepare the chamber
for each Council meeting and act as its "doorkeeper." In this latter function they could "insolently" control access to the Council chamber by
extracting extortionist fees from anxious suitors. 41 Keeper Langham described his responsibility by saying:
ow sir, if the Council sit, I am at hand, wait at
an inch. I warrant you, if any make babling,
"PEACE!" (say I) "What ye where ye are?" If I
take a listener, or a prier in at the chinks or at
the lockhole, I am by and by in the bones of
him; but now they keep good order. They know
me well enough. If [it] be a friend , or such one
as I like, I make him sit down by me on a form,
or a chest [and] let the rest walk, a God's
namel 42
In performing his second function the keeper ,of the chamber provided
fresh cut "boughs and flowers" to beautify each Council session, 43 and on
" B. L., Cotton., Titus B, VII, f. 30. So important was their service that even when they had

time off the clerks had to obtain "special license" from the Queen to be absent from London.
Wilkes spent such a month at his estate in Wiltshire in May 1591 "not having seen it two years
before." A. Collins, ed., Letters a11d Memorials of Stale, I (London, 1746), 325-26.
" APC, XIV, 385; XVIII, 11; XXIX, 740. Salisbury Mss., I, 496; IV, 439. DNB. Only three
of Elizabeth's clerks served first as "clerks extraordinary." These were Rogers, Ashley, and
Edmondes. DNB., XVII, 117. Salisbury Mss., IV, 439. APC, XXIX, 740; XXXVI, 132.
,. APC, ll, 135.
•• Ibid., VII, 212, 342; Vlll, 75, 98, 219, 369, IX, 102, 326; X, 203; Xlll, 376; XVI, 11; XVII,
207; XXXll, 498.
41
Ibid., XXXIV, 438-39. Cal. Domestic, IX, 573. Hoak, 161.
0
E. K. Chambers, The Elizabethan State (Oxford, 1923), I, 69, note# 2.
"APC, VII, 212,342; VIII, 75,219,369; IX, 326; X, 203; Xlll, 376; XVI , 11.
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occasion purchased new seat cushions and implements to tend the fireplace.•• His annual salary for such "diligent" efforts was £10 45 and a diet
for him and his assistant at "the table kept in the signet chamber." 48
A third "common servant" of the clerks of the Council was the "keeper
of the Council chest." Under Elizabeth it was Randall Bellin who saw to
it that the chest and its contents were both safely kept and always available
to the Council no matter where it might travel." He made certain that
sufficient paper, ink,pens, dust, and wax were provided for the Council's
and clerks' writing needs.•• For this he was provided an average of £ 13
6s. 8d. per annum.•• In addition, he saw to it that extra standishes, canvas
bags for record storage, and paper books for Council records were available.•• Occasionally a new hinge or chest would have to be purchased.••
Within the Council chest were kept not only these writing supplies but
also the current register, account books, correspondence, recognizances
and bonds, depositions, and even bags of money. As the Council registers
were completed they were turned over to the Keeper of the State Paper
Office for safe keeping. Unfortunately, this procedure was not continued
in the early years of James I's reign, with the result that all the registers
for the years 1604-1613, along with numerous other Council documents
which were kept in "two chambers" under the Banqueting Hall at Whitehall, were burned in the "great fire" of January 1618.02
Additionally, there were many little known messengers of the chamber,
assistants, and professional copyists, who helped not only the Council
clerks but also the clerks extraordinary and the keepers of the Council
chamber and chest.•• By Elizabeth's reign the clerks had become too
important to do the acutal writing of the register and so they employed
deputy clerks to do it for them. For their convenience the clerks always
had a "little room" adjoining the Council chamber where they and "their
"Ibid., IX, 102; XI, 341; XVIJ, 207 . Under James I the number of Keepers of the Council
chamber was raised to two. Ibid., XXXll, 498. See also J. Vernon Jensen"s 'The Staff of the
Jacobean Privy Council" Huntington Library Quarterly, XXXX (1976), 37-38.
"APC., 11, 135; Ill, 332; vu, 212, 342; VIII, 75, 98, 219,369; IX, 102,326; X, 203; xm, 376;
XVI, II; XVU, 207.
"Ibid., XXXVI, 177-78. Cal. Domestic Add., VI, 439. Under the Stuart kings the Keeper of
the Council chamber began to take an oath of office. APC., XL, 2.
"APC., VIII, 277; XX, 107; XXI, 55; XXIV, 486. Adair, EHR., XXX, 700.
"A PC., XX, 107; XXI, 55, 240.
" Ibid., vm, 126-27; IX, 150; XI, 172.
10

/bld., IX, 150; XVII, 318; XXV, 520.

" lbld.,IX, 219; XX, 107; XXIV, 486; XXX, 521.
" Ibid., XXXlll, vi; XXXVI, 342, 348, 354-55. There is no evidence that the Keeper of the
Council chest was paid any salary other than what he could save from bis regular allotment
for supplies. However, under James I he received a salary of 40 marks (1614-1618), £36
(1619-1624), and £40 (1624-1625). J. V. Jensen, 37.
"One of these was William Trumbull, later clerk of the Council under James I, who "long
served Sir Thomas Edmondes in his employment beyond the seas and in the Council chamber without any recompense." Salisbury Mss., XV, 391.
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servants" could "sit and write." During Council meetings one of the two
clerks oversaw the business of this outer office. The other clerk would
attend Council sessions, read correspondence and petitions to the assembled lords, take rough notes of decisions reached (clerks never recorded
discussion) and letters to be sent, and then read them back to the lords to
see if he had accurately grasped their in fended meaning. If approved, the
clerk ordered his assistant to enter these items in the registers along with
the names of the councilors in attendance.••
The clerks maintained other records for the benefit of Council sessions
and their own clerical duties. Of special importance were "formulary"
books which provided exact models for drafting every kind of Council
document. Complex in organization and extensive in scope, these collections alone deserve a separate study.•• Like their Edwardian predecessors,
Elizabethan clerks "kept little books of record showing who had received
an official copy of a letter or,just as important, who at the court might have
asked for the original copy or the 'minute' thereof."•• There were books
of "proclamations," "Penal Statutes," "Certificates of the Musters,"
"Edicts and Ordinances" of foreign states, as well as lists of counties,
justices of the peace, judges, "principal gentlemen" of the realm, ships,
and sea coast forts. There were also maps, copies of the oaths of office taken
by new councilors and clerks, and minutes of all Council mettings. 57
It was in the management of this extensive office routine that the clerks
developed subtle ways of inlluencing Council policy. Charged with the
responsibility of receiving and sorting incoming correspondence as well
as with keeping minutes of unfinished business, the clerks naturally prepared the first draft of the Council agenda. This allowed them to include,
exclude, and rank items for consideration in the second and final drafts
drawn up by the principal secretary. That such a duty had an important
influence on Council deliberations is shown by the numerous letters, with
"gifts" included, begging the clerks to expedite and inffuence specific
matters before the Council. 08
"Ibid., VI, 461. Adair, EHR., XXXVIII, 416-20; EHR., XXX, 703. APC., XXXII, 222. C.
Read, I. 426. Pulman, 156.
"Tremayne's "precedent" books are B. L., Add. Mss. 32323 and Harleian Mss., 4943. Beale's
are B. L., Add. Mss., 48150 and 48018. Clerks of the signet also kept such books but litt.le
of them remains. Elton, Tudor Revolutio11, 267--68.
'"Hoak, 158.
"Putman, 110, note# 124, 162, note #45, 192, 216. Hoak, 277, note# 10. C. Read, I, 428-29,
439. B. L., Lansdowne Mss., 69, f. 121. Cal. Domestic, III, 181. APC., VIII, 219; IX, 166; X,
265, 317; XX, 107; XXI , 55; XXVIII , 602. PRO., S.P. 12/ 260, If. 70-73.
,.APC., Xlll, 384. Temperley, 127- 29. J. E . Neale, TheEl1wbetha11 House of Commons ew
Haven, 1949), 335. Salisbury Mss., IV, 429; VII, 473-74; XVI, 198. Cal. Domestic, II, 705;
V, 420. Cal. Foreign, XIX, 567--68; XX, 164, PRO., S.P., 12/ 226, f 87. H.M.C. Report on the
Manuscripts of the Earl of A11caster (Dublin, 1907), 314. Robert Beale received a smoked
salmon from Or. John Shulte who desired his help in securing, the re lease of a younger
brother from debtor prison . Cal. Foreign, XX, 164. The Pembrokeshire borough of Haverford west sent £2 to Waad " to solicit our cause" and 2 s. to Mr. Waad's man " lo remember
[remind] his master." Neale, 335. See also Salisbury Mss., XIV, 198.
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The clerks had another indirect but meaningful influence on Council
business through the formulation of Council correspondence. The principal secretary had neither the time nor specialized knowledge to draft all
such letters. Consequently, the clerks were instructed to collect the pertinent information, formulate the substance of the council's letters, and
submit wide-spaced "fair copies" of the same to the board for signature.
A skilled and opinionated clerk could easily so word a dispatch as to
influence both domestic and foreign policy.••
The clerks' broad diplomatic experiences were regularly drawn upon
in Council foreign policy deliberations. Though Council registers were not
designed to record such information, the frequency with which the clerks
prepared diplomatic instructions and served foreign assignments is evidence of this fact. Together they served a total of thirty mostly nonresident diplomatic assignments during their clerical tenure. Such service
was not only a mark of high honor and special royal confidence but also
a clear statement on their importance in Elizabethan government. Their
endless handling of diplomatic correspondence at the Council chamber
kept them abreast of significant foreign developments and made them a
logical choice for such assignments. Elizabeth's preference for non-resident diplomacy led her to favor men of proven diplomatic experience,
who, on short notice, could serve as diplomatic troubleshooters in pressing
international situations. 80
These clerks also fulfilled "domestic" diplomatic duties such as drawing
up instructions for departing diplomats, preparing position papers on international law, and negotiating with European diplomats on assignment
in London. Frequently, they were sent to discover these foreign ambassador's instructions before they were presented to an unprepared Elizabeth. 61
On one occasion Wilkes was ordered to acquaint the French Ambassador in London with important intelligence on French affairs that had not
yet been received by that ambassador. 82 Another time, Beale was sent to
smooth the ruffied feathers of the Danish ambassador in London who felt
his living quarters were paltry compared with those given to the English
ambassador when he was in Denmark. 88 On yet another occasion Beale
was hastily ordered to meet with the recently arrived Danish ambassador
"C. Read, I, 425.
'°DeLamar Jensen , .. Power Politics and Diplomacy 1500--1650," The Meaning of the Renaissoncea11d Reformation, ed. R. C. De Molen (Boston, 1974), 350. Thomas Smith did not serve
a diplomatic mission until 1604. Salisbury llfss., XVI, 185-86, 495; XVII, 69, 433.
"Cal. Foreign, XIV, 46S-64; XIX, 217, 434. Cal. Spai11, III, 190--91. APC., XVIII, 37, 433;
XX, 58; XXI , 446-47; XXVIII, 175; XXX, 118-119,599-600. Cal. Domestic, V, 135-36. PRO.,
List and Analysis of Sta te Papers Foreign Series, Elizabeth I, II, #268. PRO., S.P. 12/ 229,
f. 105. D. Digges, ed., The Complete Ambassador (London, 1655), 359. The principal secretary·s chief personal secretnry could on oreasion draft instructions and correspondence for
diplomats. Smith, 492.
"PRO., S.P. 12/ 229, f. 105.
"Cal. Domestic, V. 135-36.
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so he could not protest to Elizabeth that he had been unanswered in his
complaints of English depredations.••
The clerks also handled a multitude of private disputes "betwixt party
and party." Most of these disputes came from individual petitioners who
were either too poor to seek a remedy in the ordinary courts of law or felt
. unable to obtain justice in those same courts. They were individuals who
appreciated the power of both the councilors and clerks to influence the
course of justice. More than the privy councilors, it was the clerks who
labored in these quasi-judicial matters.••
In times past the Council had often heard and decided many of these
disputes but this practice was both burdensome to its business as well as
offensive to the regular courts who felt threatened by the Council's power
to arbitrate these matters. Thus, increasingly during Elizabeth's reign, the
Council directed the clerks to relieve its agenda of most of these suits in
either of two ways. First, they were to investigate each dispute and prepare a Council letter, signed by the councilors, "overruling an obstinate
person," who was "made to acknowledge his fault." Or, after inquiring
into the disagreement, the parties in question were "remitted to some
court of justice or equity or recommended by letter to some justices in the
country to compound the clilferences." If the individuals involved refused
to abide by a clerk's decision, they were threatened with imprisonment.
For those disputes still handled by the Council itself, the clerk's assistance
was again required. On one occasion when the Council was unsure of the
penalty for military desertion it referred the matter to Common Pleas and
directed William Waad, who was also a justice of the peace for Middlesex,
to attend and "learn what the Lord Chief Justice and Justices of Middlesex think fit punishment for certain runaways from her Majesty's service." So important did the clerks become in this quasi-judicial process
that even during their time off they were hounded by suitors, thus
forcing the Council to rule that only clerks "attendant" could be so
approached.••
Clerks often used their influence in the Council when it came to settling
their own disputes with outside parties. In 1550, William Thomas, a clerk
of the Council, brought extreme pressure to bear on ichollls Ridley,
Bishop of London, to allow him to receive as a royal grant the prebend of
"Cantleurs" in St. Paul's. Instead Ridley desperately wanted it for Edmund Grindal, one of his chaplains. In the end Ridley prevented Thomas
from alienating the prebend to himself and his heirs, but not before he
04
APC., XXIX, 393-94.
" Ibid., XX, 230-31; XXIV, 227-28. Cal. Domestic, II, 242; IV, 492-93. Elton, Tudor Reoolution, 101.
"APC, XIII, 394--95; XIV, 173-74; XVIII, 181--83, 398; XIX, 88-89, 228; XX, 195-96; XXII,
15, 199-200; XXIV, 159, 227-28, 304; XXV, 97; XXVI, 166; XXVII, 73-74; XXX, 635-36;
XXXII, 132-33, 501. C:0/. Domestic, II, 52,171,242,560; VI, 3,226. PRO., S.P. 12 /188, f.
185; 12/229, f. 43; 1591 /21, f. 393-94.
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himself was summoned before the Council and made to feel his cause was
hopeless.67
In another instance Robert Beale asked the Council to restrain the
Monmouth iron makers from exceeding th eir quota, which was threatening the value of his own steel patent.68 If a clerk was about to serve or was
serving a diplomatic mission the Council could be very protective of his
interests. In October 1586, just days before Thomas Wilkes departed for
the Low Countries, the Council ordered one of his Downton neighbors,
yeoman Robert Snelgar, to appear before the Council and give answer to
"certain matters as should be objected against him by Mr. Wilkes." 8 8
The Council clerks also labored in disputes "betwixt some party ... and
the Queen's Majesty." These dealt primarily with breaches of peace and
treason. The former required the clerks to imprison suspects and/or summon them before the Council to answer charges. Unless extremely important, such matters were never heard immediately. The clerk merely took
"recognizances" from the suspect parties ordering them to keep the peace
and report back daily or suffer imprisonment. Each time the party reported to see if the Council would hear his case a fee was assessed for
entering the appearance in the register. Once th e lords consented to hear
the matter, procedure differed little from that of private suits, with the
clerks again doing most of the work.' 0
More sinister and unwelcome was the clerk's duty with regard to treason. He was empowered by the Council to seek out, arrest, and interrogate
political suspects. o other task demanded such intense and sustained
effort. For nearly tw nty years th e Council kept these clerks at the center
of investigation for every suspected plot agai nst the Crown. Procedure in
these matters was quite different from that in private suits and breaches
of peace. Suspect parties were seldom ordered to appear before the Council for fear they would Hee England. Instead, the clerks, with the help of
local authorities, would suddenly arrest the accused, commit them to
prison, search their homes, open and reseal their mail, "examine" their
wives and children, and place relatives and acquaintances under house
arrest, often in the clerks' own homes." ext, the clerks would draw up
a list of questions to be used in the subsequent interroga tion, with only
highborn suspects being examined by the privy councilors themselves.72
During the interrogations the clerks were often assisted by Thomas Nor" Adair, LQR, XXXIX, 145-46.
" APC., XXVlll, 611-12.
" Ibid., XIV, 244 . See also XVlll , 165 & Col. Domestic V, 116.
" APC. , V, 374; Vil , 296; XVIII, 175; XX, 274-75; XXII , 14; XXlV, 11 3, 11 8, 329; XXVI,
425-26; XXVII , 337. B. L., Egerton Mss., 2074 ff. 33-34. Adair, EHR., XXXVIII, 412-14.
" C,,/. Domestic, VI, 183-84. PRO., S.P. 12/ 163, ff. 130, 132-33; 12 / 224, r. 38. Salisbury Mss.,
V, 114-15; Vil, 193-95, 404-5; VIII, 74- 75. T . C. Law, " Father William Crichton, S.j .,'' EHR.,
VIII (1893), 697-703. DNB. Elton, Tudor Co11stitutio11, 80.
" APC., XXXI , 151 - 2. B. L., Ege rton Mss., 2034 , ff. 19-54.
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ton, the notorious Elizabethan "rackmaster." While Norton did his dut)',
the clerks took notes of an y forced confessions.7 3 Once these men were
brought to trial, the clerks were frequently required to attend court, give
testimony, and even prepare the brief used by the judges. On occasioning
a clerk delivered the death warrant, as Beale did to the condemned Mary
Stuart. 14
The daily itineraries of the clerks demonstrate their deep involvement
in these affairs. Thomas Wilkes' hastily written schedule for 15 May 1585
reads:
To send for John eve to the Tower. To send for
[William) Bird of the Chapel and that his home
be diligently searched. To have Richard Howell, alias Smith, sent up. Item: To consider how
to proceed with Baker of Walton. Item: to prepare examinations for the Earl of Arundel and
the Lord William (Howard] against the morrow. To examine Mr. [Edward] Ateslow upon
the letter of late sent from Mr. Secretary [Walsingham], . .. to consider what is to be done
with Lady Margaret [Howard]. To consider that
gentlemen [Warders] should be appointed to
my Lord of orthumberland and likewise to
the Lord William [Howard]. 75
At the end of one especially busy day of examining political prisoner ,
Wilkes wearily wrote to Walsingham asking to be excused from "coming
to Court this night .. . having not eaten or drunk this whole day."76 Thus,
along with the principal secretary, these clerks played the central role in
the discovery and resolution of every "plot" from that of Ridolphi in 1571
to the Lopez Conspiracy of 1593-94.7 7 So important did they become in
these investigations that their names were occasionally included, along
"W. D. Cooper, ""Further Particulars of Thomas Norton; · (lrchaeologia, XXXVI, (1855),
105--19.

"B. L., Egerton Mss., 2074, f. 64. B. L., Add. fss., 48029, f. 68; 48 116, ff. 338-45. Later,
reflecting on the results of this assignment , Beale concluded his "name was made odious to
the whole world." Salisbury Mss., IX, 377.
" Catholic Record Society, The Ven. Philip Howard Earl of Arundel, 1557- 1595. {London,
1919), 123. My bracke ts.
"PRO., S.P. 121164. f. 68. Waad on one occasion reported: ··1 spent four hours with him Ia
prisoner) be fore I could bring him to confess anything:· Salisbury Mss., VIII , 413-14 . Others
also complaimed of the "unpleasant and painful toil" involved in interrogating prisoners.
William Murdin, Collection of State Pa pers relatfog lo Affairs ill the Reig n of Queen Elizabeth (London, 1759), 95.
" The published and unpublished manuscript sources are too numerous to list but some
secondary works to read are: L. Hicks, A11 Elizabethan Problem (N.Y., 1964). A Dimock,
''The Conspiracy of Dr. Lopez," EHR, IX (1894), 440-73. Pollard, The Political History of
Eng land (N.Y., 1969).

The Elizabethan Clerk

139

with the Que n, Burghley, and Walsingham, on lists of individuals to be
killed or eized by the conspirators.7 8
Particularly significant is the fact that only a Council clerk might serve
as acting principal s cretary when the latter was on assignment outside
the country. In three such absences Walsingham's "most trusted counsellor in public affairs," Robert Beale, occupied this important position (1578,
1581, 1583). It is true that when Walsingham was ill, but still close enough
to the court to express his opinion, one of his private secretaries or even
a signet clerk might temporarily supply his place as the Queen's confidential secretary. But none other than a clerk of the Council, who had taken
the oath of office, could represent the principal secretar y before the Council board itself. That a Council clerk could assume one of the two most
influential positions on the Council for extended periods of time bespeaks
the confidence placed in both the man and his office.79
Aside from the numerous responsibilities already discussed, the clerks
were expected to sit in the House of Commons as an important buttress
of government policy. Because the Council did not hesitate to recommend
them to borough officials as possible candidates for the Commons, all nine
repeatedly erved in Parliament. However, the boroughs did not always
respond favorably to the Council's suggestions. In 1586 the burgers of
Gatton, Surrey rejected the Council's suggestion of William Waad and
elected another.•0 At the same time, the boroughs were often eager to
have a sympathetic voice close to the Council and so were amenable to
such suggestions. Such was the case with Thomas Wilkes when the
borough of Southampton chose him for their representative in the 1586
Parliament.••
Robert Beale was the most spectacular example of parliamentary service by an Elizabethan clerk. His intrepid and resolute Puritanism made
him an "implacable and troublesome" critic of Archbishop Whitgift's use
of the Court of High Commission. In the 1593 Parliament, he and James
Morice, an attorney for the Court of Wards, emerged as the outstanding
proponents of a constitutional approach to parliamentary grievances that
made the English common law the foundation of the revolution in Stuart
times. 82
" Pollard, Ibid., 395 note # 1.
" 8. L , Add. Mss., 48115, ff. 338-45. Evans, 50, note #2. C. Read, 1,349; Ill, 349,427. HMC.,
Tl,e Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Rut/011d (London, 1880), I, 140. Salisbury Mss.,
Vil, 404. Apparently James I saw nothing wrong with allowing a signet cle rk to serve as
acting principal secre tary. Salisbury Mss., XV, 43.
'°Neale, 187-88. PRO., Returns of Members of Porliame11t: E11gla11d / 213- 1705 {London,
1878), 408, 413, 416, 418, 420, 422-25, 427, 430-32, 437-38, 442, 447, 451 , 454, 460. The
Council had recommended Waad to Gratton because the kinsman or one Catherine Copley
was impUcated in the Babington Plot and she had "the nomination" of the two representatives for the town.
11
eale, 178-79.
u eale, Elizabeth I 011d Her Parliame11ts (New York, 1966), 11, 194, 224,267, 435-38. Beale
was one or the first English lawyers to give "an exordiurn on Magna Carta," Ibid., 66.
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This determined stand against government policy was not what Elizabeth expected from her loyal officeholders, and before the 1593 Parliament ended, Beale had been examined by the Council and placed under
house arrest. Consequently, Beale and his puritan supporters, Wilkes and
Waad, were conspicuously absent from the 1597-98 Parliament, though
still active in clerical affairs.•• In addition to these major duties the clerks
were given a host of miscellaneous responsibilities from playing cupid for
match-maker Elizabeth to preventing the erection of a "scandalous" London theater.••
It took only a few years of such schedules and pressures before a clerk
experienced exhaustion, continual headaches, and "decaying" eyesight."'
But the office of clerk was too prestigious and lucrative to resign. A clerk
"ordinary" drew a salary of £50 a year which, like the principal secretary's
£100 salary, was paid in quarterly installments by authority of a Chancery
warrant under the Great Seal. In addition, he could dine free of charge
at the principal secretary's table.•• More important were the posted fees
that could be collected as a by-product of managing the Council's paperwork. Some of these were: 1Os. from a person of "ability" appearing before
the Council on a charge of contempt or "other notorious misdemeanor,"
6s. 8d. for entering an order in the Council register, £1 for copies of such
entries, 6s. 8d. for bonds and recognizances and discharge of the same, and
£2 from a privy councilor upon his swearing in. 87
A clerk's office was often a means for obtaining additional posts, with
the result that each clerk averaged four positions besides his clerkship.
While membership in Parliament may not have been very lucrative at 2s.
a day, its other benefits, especially if one was representing one of the more
wealthy boroughs, could be substantial. Six of the clerks were justices of
the peace and it has been estimated that the office alone was worth between £500 and £1000 per annum by the end of Elizabeth's reign.••
Other posts obtained by these clerks that carried lucrative stipends and /or
fees were Secretary of the Council of the orth, •• Muster-Master General
of the Low Countries,•• Lieutenant of the Tower,"' Deputy Governor of
"Ibid., 227-326.
••PRO., S.P. 12/ 156, If. 58-59. APC, XXX, 146.
"B. L., Cotton. Mss., Titus B. VII, f. 30. See also Beale's and Tremayne's complaints: Cal.Domestic, I, 683; II, 251.
.. HMC., Report 011 the Manuscripts of Lord Mo,itagu of Beaulieu (London, 1900), 57-58.
PRO. , Cale,idarof Patent Rolls, Elizabeth I (hereafter: CPR.), V, # 1357. Clerks under James
I continued to receive the same £50 salary. Cal. Domestic, VII, 615. Most itemized "extraordinary" expenses involved in carrying out Council business were reimbursable. APC., I, 562;
II, 113, 270, 285, 322.
"L. & P., XIV, i, #743. B. L., Add. Mss., 48018, f. 670.
"Williams, 98-99. The six were Tremayne, Beale , Wilkes, Waad, Ashley, and Smith.
"APC, XIII, 196. Salisbury Mss., IX, 377. Held by Beale and Cheke with a salary of £33
6s. 8<1. per annum and extensive fees.
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the Mines Roya]•• and numerous diplomatic assignments with their significant stipends, expense accounts, gifts, and rewards. Five of the clerks
became knights bachelor, which title privy councilor Dr. Thomas Wilson
estimated was worth between £1,000 and £2,000 a year.83
Unlike earlier and subsequent reigns the Elizabethan Council clerkship
was rarely a stepping-stone to higher office. Elizabeth preferred to keep
men in the same office for as long as possible. This produced stability and
a high degree o( competence in her civil service and in no way suggests
that the Council clerkship was of less moment than under Henry VIII or
James I where it was often a ladder to higher office. Indeed, unlike James
I's clerks, one never reads of their Elizabethan predecessors complaining
that their office was weak and insigni£cant, only that their responsibilities
were too demanding.••
Furthermore, a Council clerk's position often won him crown leases on
rich land. While most of Beale's, Wilkes', Waad's, and Rogers' success in
this area came also as a reward for diplomatic services, it was their proximity as clerks to men like Burghley and Walsingham that ensured success
in this matter.•• Likewise, Waad's, Beale's, and Wilkes' good fortune in
landing lucrative monopolies in hemp, steel, and salt production must be
attributable to the same reasons.•• The success of several of these clerks
in obtaining lucrative wardships added signi6cantly to their annual incomes."'
So there is ample evidence that most clerks of the Council prospered
as a result of their service. It appears that their individual incomes easily
equaled those of the upper gentry in England. Their frequent complaints
of "poverty" and "necessity" were simply the expected and accepted
procedure for wrangling non-salaried remuneration from England's frugal
queen. Sir Thomas Wilkes, for all his grumbling, left his family a substantial
estate at Rickmansworth, Hertfordshire and moveable goods worth nearly
'°PRO., S.P. 12/ 260 IT. 70-73. APC, XXVII , 602, 607 . Cal Domestic. Ill , 181. Held by Wilkes
and Waad.
" DNB., XX, 403. Held by Waad with a sti pend of £1 00 per annum.
" Ibid., II, 4. Held by Beale. See DNB. for each of the clerk s for a fairl y comprehe nsive list
of their offices.
" Williams, 98-99. See Cary M. Dell's "Elizabethan Diplomatic Compensation: Its . ature
and Variety," Tl,e j oumal of Britisl, Studies, XX, no. 2 (Spring, 1981), 1-25 and "Thomas
Chaloncr's Diplomatic Expenses in Spain," Bulleti11 of tl,e fll slitute of Historical Researcl,
llll (1980), 118-24 fo r a brillian t refutation of the myth of the insufficiency of diplomatic
pay in Elizabethan England .
..J. V. Jensen, 31-33, 41.
" APC., XV, 423. Salisbury Mss., VIII , 438. Ca l. Domestic, I, 506; VI, 109, 267. Wincheste r
College Mss., nos. 4970 & 26,277 . PRO., "Signe t Office Docqu ts," I, Ind. 6800, IT. 542 & 570.
PRO., " Patent Rolls" C. 66/ 1451 , Membranes 35-38.
"APC., XVI, 420, XVIII, 105. PRO ., S.P. 12/ 225, IT. 93, 11 5, 145. W. H. Price, Tl,e Euglisl,
Patents of M011opoly (Boston, 1906), 143.
"CPR., II, 123. J. 1-lurstfield, Tl,e Queer, s Wards: Wardship a 11d Marriage u11der Elizabet/,
l (Cambridge, Mass., 1958), 125-7, 347--8.
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£2,000. Sir Thomas Smith bequeathed an estate valued at £20,000 when
he died in 1609. 98
But with the accession of James I, clerical complaints about their office
rose dramatically. The increasing size and workload of the Jacobean Council, the steadily mounting number of commissions and committees which
had to be served, plus the "heavy absenteeism" among the clerks, resulted
in an exhausted and depressed clerical stair. They increasingly went unpaid and otherwise unrewarded due to the near bankruptcy of the government. Add to these the effects of inflation and the onus of association with
an unpopular monarch and it is not surprising that the Council clerks
repeatedly sought retirement or advancement as a means of escaping the
drudgery of their office. Clearly, the heyday of the Council and its clerkship had ended. 99
The Elizabethan office of clerk of the Privy Council owes much of its
importance to developments in earlier Tudor reigns. But only as Elizabeth
established an efficient and cohesive Council and replaced Mary's clerks
with those of her own choosing does the Council clerkship come to have
real significance. For the first time in the history of the office a reign was
of sufficient length and stability to permit such precedents to bear fruit.
Consequently, the office of clerk of the Privy Council attained an importance unequalled either before or since.
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Williams, 9S-99. PCC., Probate# 11, XCI, 35 Lewyn. Price, 143. Aylmer, 204, tells us that
in 1630 Charles rs three Council clerks each had a total minimum income of £1000 to £
3,051 in fees, pensions, diets, and other offices. The ability of strategically placed civil servants to raise their income .. dramatically .. is a well documented fact. Adair, "William
Thomas," Tudor Studies. Slavin, Politics a11d Pro.fit. H. R. Trevor-Roper sees royal service
as remarkably lucrative under Henry Vlll and Elizabeth. "The General Crisis of the Seven•
teenth Century," Past & Present, XVI (1959), 31-64 and "The Gentry 1520-1620," Economic
History Review Supplement, I, 1953.
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